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Using the Select Tools 
 

What’s a “Selection”?   
A selection is a feature or a group of features that is highlighted on the map.  Selecting features allows you 
to make spatial queries and generate lists of tabular data that match specified query criteria.  Shapefiles of 
spatial data can be downloaded for features selected from some base layers, as well.  
 
Two ways to select features: 
There are two different ways to select features. 
 

• Select by location: 
Also known as an interactive selection process, you select features by first making your layer of 
interest the active select layer, then clicking on the map. 

 
• Select by attribute: 

This allows you to select a feature or features by querying the tabular attributes of a layer.   
 

Selecting by location: 
To select features by location, first make the layer you wish to select features from the “active select” layer.  
Click on the  icon next to the layer name. 

 
   
 
 
 
 
 

When you click the  icon, the Select button will highlight in the tools bar, indicating that the Select tool is 
active.  The next time you click on the map, the viewer will attempt to select a feature from the layer you 
have chosen, in the location you clicked.   
 
Selected features will appear highlighted in yellow on the map.   
 
To select more than one feature at a time by location, you can change the 
shape of the Select tool.  By default, the select shape is set to point – the tool 
will attempt to select a feature at a single point you click on the map.  To 

change the select shape, click the blue  tab in the tabs bar.  A 
menu of options will appear. 
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You can change the select shape from a point to a box (like you were zooming in) or a polygon (where you 
draw a free-form area around the features you wish to select) to select multiple features. 
 
Selecting by attribute: 
If you know what a specific attribute for a feature is, like a name, code or database identifier, you can 
search for it and locate it on the map by selecting by attribute.   You can also use this tool to select multiple 
features with a common attribute, for example all streams named “Spring Creek”. 
 

Click the blue  tab in the tabs bar, then click on Select by attribute.  A list of map layers and a 
query builder will appear. 

 
First, choose a layer to query, then choose an attribute 
field, then a search operator, then type in an attribute 
value.  If you’re unsure as to what a particular attribute 
value looks like, click the Example Values button to get a 
list of sample values for that particular field. 
 
Search operators include equals, less than, greater than, 
and like.  Use “like” to search for a part of a text string.  
The % sign is used as a wild card, i.e. “Spring%” will 
search for all records that begin with the word “Spring”, 
while “%Spring%” will search for all records that contain 
the word “Spring” anywhere in the attribute value. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
What you can do with selected features: 
When you select a feature or features, you’ll be given 
some options as to what to do with the selected 
features. 
 
Extract to Excel – Creates a downloadable Excel 
spreadsheet containing all of the attributes of the 
selected feature(s). 
 
Extract to Shapefile – Currently, this is available only 
for a handful of base layers (roads, county boundaries, 
etc).  This feature will allow you to create and 
download a GIS shapefile containing the selected 
features. 
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Report – Generates a list of attributes for the selected feature(s) and allows you to zoom into each 
individual feature. 
 
Doing some spatial analysis: 
Two additional options in the Selection menu (click on the blue  tab) allow you to select features 
based on the location of other features (In GIS this is called proximity and intersection).  First, you select a 
feature or features by location or attribute, then do one of the following:   
 

• Select by buffer: 
This allows you to select feature(s) from a 
layer that are within a specified distance of 
selected features in another layer.  In the 
Selection menu, click on Select by buffer, 
then choose the layer and distance. 
 
Distance options include meters, kilometers, 
miles, and feet.  The map will highlight 
selected features from both layers and will 
also display the query buffer.  The example at 
the right will select all monitoring stations with 
monitoring data within 1 kilometer of Buckskin 
School Creek. 

 
• Select by layer: 

This allows you to select feature(s) from a layer that 
intersect the selected features of another layer.   In 
the Selection menu, click on Select by layer, then 
choose the intersect layer that you with to select 
features from.  The example below will select all 
impaired streams in Green County. 
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Working with multiple selections: 
When you select features from a layer that already has features selected in it, the viewer will ask you what 
to do with the previous selection.   Choose one of the options in the dialog below. 
 

 
To switch between 
selected sets, click on 

the blue  tab, 
then click on Selected 
Sets.  To clear 
selections in a layer, 
click on Clear 
selections. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Notes, tips, and bugs: 
When you first start up the viewer, the 24K Rivers and Shorelines layer is set as the active select layer. 
 
Several layers in the list of layers in the viewer are actually “group layers” – two or more map layers are 
grouped into a single group that appears as a layer in the list of layers.  Most group layers in the viewer 
contain data that exists in line and polygon form (impaired waters, assessments, aquatic invasives, etc).  
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Only one of the layers in a group can be selected by location, but all layers can be selected by attribute and 
will appear in the list generated by the Select by attribute tool.  Generally, in groups of line and polygon 
layers, the layer with the most features can be selected interactively.  The following is a list of group layers 
in the viewer, and the layer in each group that can be selected by location. 
 

Group Layer Selectable Map Layer 
Waterbody Details River Details 
FEMA Maps Digital Flood Boundaries (Where available) 
Floodplain Analysis Data Analysis Lines 
Muskellunge Waters Muskie Areas 
Sturgeon Waters Sturgeon Areas 
Eurasian Water Milfoil Eurasian Milfoil Area 
Zebra Mussels Zebra Mussels Area 
Monitoring Stations Monitoring Station Points 
NPS Waterbody Rank NPS Rank Lines 
Impaired Waters (303D) 303D Rivers and Streams 
Impaired Waters Category TMDL Category Lines 
Impaired Waters Status TMDL Status Lines 
Wisconsin Wetland Inventory Wetland Areas 
Wild Rice Waters Wild Rice Areas 
Special Wetland Planning Waters Special Wetland Planning Water 
Areas of Special Natural Resources Interest ASNRI State Natural Areas 
All Priority Navigable Waterways ASNRI State Natural Areas 
NPS Grants NPS Grant Points  
Lake Grants  Lake Grant Areas 
Boating Ordinances Boating Ordinances - Areas 

 
 
 
“Extract to Shapefile” appears as an option for all selections.  However, currently shapefiles can be 
extracted only for the following layers.  Additional layers will have this capability in the future. 

 
Rivers and Streams 
Open Water 
Local Roads 
Cities and Villages 
Civil Towns 
County Boundaries 
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